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1. Introduction.   This paper is concerned with the syntactic
structure of passivized idioms in English.  An idiom ‘forms a unitary 
constituent with an idiosyncratic interpretation’ (Radford 1997: 159); 
however, certain idioms actually passivize, still maintaining idiomatic 
meaning (e.g. Newmeyer 1974, Bresnan 1982, Machonis 1985, Horn 
2003).1  For instance, the examples in 1 are idioms consisting of a verb 
and a complement.
(1) a. pull one’s leg
b. bury the hatchet
c. spill the beans
d. pop the question
e. burn one’s fingers
(a-e from Newmeyer 1974: 329)
These idioms passivize, and still their passives can be interpreted 
idiomatically (Newmeyer 1974: 329).2  Additional data from Machonis 
(1985: 298) below support the fact that idioms such as the ones in 1 
undergo passivization.
(2) a. Ivan pulled strings (to get his daughter into med school).
b. Strings were pulled by Ivan (to get his daughter into med
school).
(3) a. Michael finally broke the ice.
b. Once the ice was broken (by Michael), the party really got
started.
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This paper focuses on idioms consisting of a verb and a complement 
and aims to derive the syntactic structure of passivized idioms like the 
above.  For this purpose we will adopt and follow Radford’s (1997) 
assumptions about syntactic structures, including the structure of idioms. 
This paper consists of four sections.  In Section 2, we will look 
at Radford’s (1997) ideas and analyses of some syntactic structures, 
including the syntax of idioms.  In Section 3, applying the ideas and 
the syntactic analyses offered by Radford (1997), we will present 
the syntactic structure of the relevant idioms first and then derive the 
syntactic structure of the passivized idioms under discussion.   Section 4 
will be a conclusion.
2. Radford (1997).   First, let us observe Radford’s (1997) 
syntactic  analyses which are related to our discussion.  Adopting ‘the 
VP-internal subject hypothesis’ (e.g. Kitagawa 1986), Radford analyzes 
various types of syntactic structures.  Under ‘the VP-internal subject 
hypothesis’, ‘subjects originate in spec-VP, and are subsequently raised 
into spec-IP’ (Radford 1997: 154).   As for theta-role assignment, 
following Marantz (1984: 23ff.) and Chomsky (1986: 59-60), Radford 
notes that ‘a verb assigns a theta-role directly to its internal argument 
(i.e. complement), but only indirectly (=compositionally, i.e. as a 
compositional function of the semantic properties of the overall V-bar) 
to its external argument (=subject)’ (p. 165).  He also assumes that 
arguments receive Ө-roles through ‘the process of merger with a lexical 
category’ (p. 166).
Thus, he assumes that, for example, the sentence in 4 below, He will 
throw the ball, has the VP structure shown in 5.   Through merging the 
verb throw with the DP the ball, the DP the ball is assigned the THEME 
role of the verb throw, and next, via merging the V-bar, i.e. throw the 
ball, with ‘the pronominal determiner he’ (p. 166), the D he receives the 
AGENT role of the V-bar throw the ball, as depicted in 5.3 
(4) He will throw the ball. (Radford 1997: 165)
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(5) VP 
     D   AGENT--- - -V 
    he       V- - - - -THEME    DP 
          throw         the     bal l  
                                   (Radford 1997:  166)  
     (Radford 1997: 166)
And as the next step, merging the VP in 5 with an INFL occurs; then via 
the operation of ‘(subject-to-subject) raising’ (p. 167), the subject he is 
raised to spec-IP, as in 6.  Through these processes the syntactic structure 
of the sentence in 4, He will throw the ball, is derived, as shown in 6.
(6)        IP 
   D          I  
  He     I           VP 
         wi l l     D   AGENT--- -V 
                t         V-- - - -THEME   DP 
                        throw          the  bal l   
                                 (Radford 1997:  166)        (Radford 1997: 166)
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Radford argues for the advantage of adopting ‘the VP-internal subject 
hypothesis’.  That advantage is that since both the Ө-role of the 
complement of the verb and the Ө-role of the subject are assigned through 
‘the process of merger with a lexical category’ (p.166), ‘a unitary and 
principled account of Ө-marking’ (p. 167) is available.  According to 
him, hypothesizing that the subject originates in spec-IP would make 
it impossible to explain that the Ө–role of the subject is assigned by the 
V-bar.   
Next, let us go to Radford’s discussion about idioms.  He deals with 
idioms as well and here also emphasizes the advantage of ‘the VP-
internal subject hypothesis’.  Each of the sentences in 7 contains an idiom 
indicated by italicizing.
(7)   a. Let’s have a couple of drinks to break the ice.
b. Be careful not to upset the applecart.
c. The president must bite the bullet.
d. We’ll have to grasp the nettle.
e. He’ll hit the roof when you tell him.    
  (a-e from Radford 1997:159) 
Each idiom in 7 is ‘a unitary constituent’ and has ‘the form 
verb+complement’ (p. 159).  Radford points out ‘the constraint that an 
idiom is a string of words which forms a unitary constituent with an 
idiosyncratic interpretation’ (p. 159).  There is another type of idiom as 
well, and idioms of this type are shown in 8.
(8)   a. All hell broke loose.
b. The shit hit the fan.
c. The cat got his tongue.
d. The chickens came home to roost.
   (a-d from Radford 1997: 160)
In this case the sentence itself forms an idiom; therefore, ‘not only is the 
choice of verb and complement fixed, but so too is the choice of subject’ 
(p. 160).   Radford calls idioms like this ‘clausal idioms’ (p. 160). 
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However, strangely enough idioms such as these allow auxiliaries to co-
occur with them, as shown in 9 and 10.
(9)   a. All hell will break loose.
b. All hell has broken loose.
c. All hell could have broken loose.
   (a-c from Radford 1997: 160)
(10) a. The shit might hit the fan.
b. The shit has hit the fan.
c. The shit must have hit the fan.
   (a-c from Radford 1997: 160)
Radford asks as follows. ‘If (as suggested earlier) only a string of words 
which form a unitary constituent can constitute an idiom, how can we 
account for the fact that (for example) the idiom all hell … break loose 
is not a unitary constituent in any of the sentences …?’ (p. 160).  The 
answer to this question which Radford derives is to assume that ‘clausal 
idioms’ such as those in 8 are ‘VP idioms which require a fixed choice of 
head, complement and specifier in the VP containing them’ (p. 160); for 
example, in the idiom in 8a, All hell broke loose, the VP idiom contains 
‘the specific quantifier phrase all hell’ in spec-VP, ‘the specific word 
break’ in the head position of the VP, and ‘the specific adjective loose’ 
in its complement (p. 161).   That is, he argues that ‘the VP-internal 
subject hypothesis’ explains the phenomenon in 9 and 10; for example, 
the sentence including the auxiliary will in 9a, All hell will break loose, 
is the result of the QP all hell  in spec-VP moving into spec-IP across the 
auxiliary will.  This derivation can be shown below.
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(11)
             IP 
        QP           I  
    Al l  hel l I  VP 
              wi l l        QP          V 
                         t          break loose  
                            (Radford 1997:  161)  
      (Radford 1997: 161)
Next let us look at Radford’s analysis of a passive construction since 
it is strongly related to our discussion.  He states that passivization is a 
kind of ‘A movement (=argument movement)’ (p.175).  For instance, the 
passive construction in 12 is derived in the following way.
(12) The jewels were stolen. (Radford 1997: 189)
The DP the jewels is assigned the THEME role in the complement 
position of the passive participle stolen and then, ‘successive-cyclically’ 
moves to spec-VP (p. 190) and finally goes into spec-IP, as shown in 13.
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(13)
IP 
 DP     I  
   The jewels I      VP 
were  DP    V 
t  V    DP 
   sto len   t  
      (Radford 1997: 190)
Adopting the idea given by Chomsky (1981: 124-27), Radford 
assumes ‘that passive participles Ө-mark their complements but not 
their subjects’ (p. 190). Thus, the DP the jewels does not violate the 
Ө-criterion in 14.
(14)  Ө-criterion
Each argument bears one and only one Ө-role, and each
Ө-role is assigned to one and only one argument.
     (Chomsky 1981: 36)
Why must the DP the jewels finally move to spec-IP, as depicted in 
13?  Radford mentions that an answer to this question is given ‘by the 
principle of greed-i.e. by the need for constituents to selfishly satisfy their 
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own morphological requirements’ (p. 190).4  He claims that ‘(pro)nominal 
arguments have intrinsic case properties (e.g. he is nominative and him 
objective) which have to be checked in the course of a derivation (and this 
will only be possible if e.g. a nominative pronoun occupies a nominative 
position at some stage in the course of a derivation)’ (pp. 190-91).  The 
passive participle ‘absorbs the ability of a transitive verb’ ‘to check 
objective case’ (p. 191).  Hence, if this is applied to the passive sentence 
in 12, The jewels were stolen, it follows that the DP the jewels is forced 
to move to spec-VP and then eventually spec-IP in order to check its 
nominative case feature, as shown in 13.
3. Analyses.   As we have seen in Section 2, Radford (1997) deals 
with active voices of certain idioms themselves, but he does not analyze 
the passive counterparts of idioms consisting of a verb and a complement, 
about which we are concerned.  Therefore, in this section focusing on 
such idioms, we will analyze the structure of idioms like these first and 
then derive the structure of their passivized forms on the basis of ‘the VP-
internal subject hypothesis’ and the ideas in the above section, which are 
provided by Radford.  
The availability of passivized idioms is taken up by some linguists 
(e.g. Newmeyer 1974, Bresnan 1982, Machonis 1985, Horn 2003). 
In particular, in Machonis (1985), much of the study deals with the 
passivization of idioms. Machonis classifies idioms into four types 
depending on the structure which an idiom has.   In the present paper, let 
us focus our attention on one of these types, i.e. idioms of the structure 
N0VC1.  In this structure ‘N0 is a free noun, and V and C1 a frozen verb-
noun combination’ (Machonis 1985: 291).  The idioms which have this 
structure are represented by strings like pull strings, as in 15a and break 
the ice, as in 16a.  According to Machonis, forty percent of idioms of 
this type allow the passive voice; these two idioms are such ones and can 
passivize, as shown by the examples in 15b and 16b (the examples in 2 
and 3 are repeated as 15 and 16 here). 
236153_Tsuda Review_No62-4校.indb   8 2017/12/07   19:49:06
The Syntactic Structure of Passivized Idioms in English 9
(15) a. Ivan pulled strings (to get his daughter into med school).
b. Strings were pulled by Ivan (to get his daughter into med 
school). 
(16) a. Michael finally broke the ice.
b. Once the ice was broken (by Michael), the party really got 
started.  
The following idioms from Newmeyer (1974: 329) also belong to this 
type, and Newmeyer mentions that these idioms accept passivization 
and that their passive voices can still be interpreted idiomatically (the 
examples in 1 are repeated as 17 here).
(17) a. pull one’s leg
b. bury the hatchet
c. spill the beans
d. pop the question
e. burn one’s fingers 
             
Now let us begin with analyzing, for example, the active construction 
in 15a, Ivan pulled strings.  Under ‘the VP-internal subject hypothesis’, 
the subject Ivan originates in spec-VP.  Given Radford’s assumption 
about idioms (p. 161), it follows that this VP idiom requires the specific 
word pulled in the head position and the specific word strings as its 
complement.  First, the verb pulled merges with the DP strings, and 
the DP strings is assigned the Ө-role of the verb pulled.  If we follow 
Radford’s assumption (p. 159), at this stage a string of pulled and strings, 
i.e. the V-bar, should constitute ‘a unitary constituent’ as the idiom which 
has an idiosyncratic meaning.  Secondly, the V-bar pulled strings merges 
with the D Ivan, which is assigned the AGENT role of the V-bar pulled 
strings, as in 18.
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(18) 
               VP 
         D    AGENT--- - -V 
        Ivan     V               DP  
               pul led-- - - - -Ө      str ings 
Thirdly, the VP merges with an INFL, and via the operation of subject-to-
subject raising, the subject Ivan is raised to spec-IP, as shown in 19.  The 
structure of the active sentence Ivan pulled strings is drawn by derivation 
like this.
(19)               IP 
         D            I  
       Ivan      I             VP 
                            D              V 
                       t         V           DP 
                              pul led       str ings 
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Now, let us derive the structure of the corresponding passive 
sentence in 15b, Strings were pulled.5  The DP strings originates in the 
complement position of the passive participle pulled and is assigned the 
Ө-role by the past participle pulled.  The DP strings moves successive-
cyclically first to spec-VP without being assigned the AGENT role and 
eventually moves into spec-IP in order to check its nominative case 
feature.  Since the passive participle does not assign the AGENT role, the 
DP strings does not violate the Ө-criterion.  The structure of the passivized 
idiom in 15b is derived, as shown in 20.
(20)
                  IP 
          DP            I  
        Str ings    I            VP 
                  were      DP        V 
          - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - t      V         DP 
                                pul led       t  
236153_Tsuda Review_No62-4校.indb   11 2017/12/07   19:49:06
Takako Furuya12
In the passive construction, one element of this idiom, i.e. strings, appears 
in spec-IP.  That is to say, the DP strings is separated from this idiomatic 
expression, which must constitute ‘a unitary constituent’.   Still, this 
passive construction maintains an idiomatic interpretation.  If we follow 
Radford’s assumption about ‘clausal idioms’ including auxiliaries, which 
is introduced in Section 2, we can account for this fact as follows.  Since 
the idiom pulled strings has been formed within the VP, the idiomatic 
meaning can be maintained even if the DP strings moves finally to spec-
IP. 
4. Conclusion.  This paper has dealt with passivized idioms.  An 
idiom consists of some words and has an idiosyncratic meaning (e.g. 
Machonis 1985, Radford 1997).   In spite of the fact that an idiom is one 
constituent, certain idioms can undergo passivization, still maintaining an 
idiomatic meaning, as studied especially by Machonis (1985).  Among 
such idioms, we have focused on idioms consisting of a verb and its 
complement: N0VC1, which is one of four types classified by Machonis. 
Following Radford’s (1997) assumptions about the structure of idioms 
as well as the syntactic structures which are related to our discussion, we 
have analyzed the structure of idioms of this type and then derived the 
syntactic structure of the passivized idioms.
Notes
1  The idioms which are studied in Machonis (1985) are classified into 
four types depending on the structure which an idiom expression has.  These 
four types are represented as N0VC1, N0VC1PrepC2, N0VC1PrepN2, and 
N0VN1PrepC2.  In the structure of the first type, N0VC1, ‘N0 is a free noun, and 
V and C1 a frozen verb-noun combination’ (p. 291).  Examples of this type are 
shown in (i) (the examples in (i)-(iii) are from Machonis 1985: 291).
 
(i)   a. Dot hit the ceiling.
b. Another theory bit the dust.
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In the structure of the second type, N0VC1PrepC2, ‘Prep is any preposition and 
C2 a second frozen complement’ (p. 291).  Examples such as the idioms which 
have this structure are represented in (ii).
(ii)  a. Florence killed two birds with one stone.
b. Michael took the bull by the horns.
                                 
In the case of the structure of the third type, N0VC1PrepN2, ‘N2 is a free 
complement’ (p. 298), as shown in (iii).
(iii) a. They played a trick on Max.
b. Annie lost touch with Paul.
                                
In the structure of the fourth type, N0VN1PrepC2, ‘N1 is the free complement and 
C2 the frozen complement’ (p. 298), as exemplified by examples such as the ones 
in (iv) (the examples in (iv) are from Machonis 1985: 298).
(iv) a. The linguists picked that theory to pieces.
b. Knowing French stood him in good stead.
Machonis notes that there are variations in the grammaticality of the passive 
sentence. Forty percent of the idioms of the structure N0VC1 (e.g. idioms such as 
the examples in (i)) allow passivization.  Thirty percent of those of the structure 
N0VC1PrepC2 (e.g. idioms such as the examples in (ii)) are likely to passivize. 
These results force Machonis to believe that ‘[t]here is no definite regularity here, 
just a general recalcitrance’ (p. 299).  What is more, in the case of the idioms 
of the structure N0VC1PrepN2, which includes N2 as a free complement, (e.g. 
idioms such as the examples in (iii)), fifty percent of those allow passivization. 
With respect to the idioms of the structure N0VN1PrepC2, which has N1 as a free 
complement, (e.g. idioms such as the examples in (iv)), ninety percent of them 
accept passive counterparts.    
2  It is well known that one of the idioms of the type N0VC1, suggested by 
Machonis (1985), kick the bucket, has two readings (Katz 1973: 359, Katz 
& Postal 1963: 276, Machonis 1985: 298).  One reading is the idiomatic 
one ‘die’, and the other is the nonidiomatic one ‘strike some vessel with the 
foot’ (Katz 1973: 359).  The passive voice of this idiomatic expression, kick 
the bucket, is available; however, this passive voice can be interpreted only 
literally, not idiomatically (Wasow, Sag, and Nunberg 1983: 110, Machonis 
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1985: 298).  Newmeyer (1974: 330) also provides examples of idioms including 
kick the bucket which do not allow passivization in the sense that their passive 
constructions do not have an idiomatic interpretation.
(i)   a. kick the bucket
b. sit on pins and needles
c. shoot the bull
d. make the scene
e. blow one’s top
 (a-e from Newmeyer 1974: 330)
According to Newmeyer, the idioms in 1 in Section 1 also have both an idiomatic 
meaning and a literal meaning like the ones in (i) above; however, unlike those 
in (i) above, the passives of those in 1 in Section 1 can be interpreted not only 
literally but idiomatically as well. 
3  As to the checking of the objective case, Radford states that the objective 
case is checked in ‘a head-complement relation’ (p. 234).
4  The principle ‘Greed’ is proposed by Chomsky (1995: 201).
5  The phase by Ivan in 15b is not essential in the passive sentence; therefore, 
this phrase is not included in the analysis here.
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